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THE MESSAGES OF THE PSALMS 
PSALM 23 



PROFESSOR JOHN E. McFADYEN 
Knox College, Toronto, Canada 



1. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall Jehovah is my shepherd; I want jor 

not want. nothing. 

2. He maketh me to lie down in green In pastures of young grass he couches 

pastures: me: 

He leadeth me beside the still waters. to reposeful waters he gently guides me; 

3. He restoreth my soul: my soul he doth restore. 



He leads me along in right tracks 
because of his name; 

Should I even walk in a ravine of Hades 
gloom, 
I will fear no evil. 

(No unseen foe shall hurt me), 
for thou wilt be with me; 
thy club and shepherd's staff, 
they will comfort me. 

Thou furnishest a table before me 
in the presence of my foes; 
thou hast anointed my head with oil, 
my cup is abundance. 

Surely good fortune and loving kindness 
shall pursue me 
all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in Jehovah's house 
for length of days. 

— Canon Cheyne's translation. 

Here is a simple song which will live while the world lasts; for 
though it came from an oriental heart and is expressed in terms of 
oriental experience, it deals with the deep things of life with a sim- 
plicity so majestic that it touches the heart of every generation. 

The singer of this sweet song is one who has traveled far on life's 

IS 



He guideth me in the paths of right- 
eousness for his name's sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the 
valley of the shadow of death, 

I will fear no evil; 



For thou art with me: 
Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort 
me. 

5. Thou preparest a table before me in 

the presence of mine enemies: 
Thou hast anointed my head with 
oil; my cup runneth over. 

6. Surely goodness and mercy shall fol- 

low me all the days of my life: 

And I will dwell in the house of the 
Lord forever. 

— Revised Version. 
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way, and his path has not always been bright or smooth. He knows 
that there are sunny nooks and corners, that life is not all a wilder- 
ness, but that there are bright patches of green where for a brief noon- 
tide hour one may lie down and be happy. He knows that its thirst 
is not such as cannot be slaked, for a gracious Providence has caused 
the waters to bubble up and run through it, and that by the banks of 
its restful waters a man may quench that thirst and rest his weariness 
awhile. But he knows, too, that life is not all pastures of greenness 
and waters of rest ; for has he not had to tread on many a dark way, 
and walk through ravines where the sun never shone, and in whose 
gloomy recesses there lurked dangers from robbers and beasts ? 
Life has been a checkered experience, but throughout it all one thing 
has been very real to him: he has always been sure of God. In his 
own eyes, he is nothing but a poor, silly sheep, hungering for the green 
and beautiful pastures, thirsting for the refreshing waters, and prone 
to walk upon devious paths of his own; but as the sheep was guided 
and defended by the human shepherd, so was he guided and defended 
by that Shepherd Divine whose care was unceasing, and whose mighty 
love would be with him, as he felt, "throughout the length of days." 
He "brings the soul back," brings it home, leads it from its crooked 
paths, and sets it upon his own "straight paths" — paths which lead 
to the peace of the fold; and to all this he is pledged by his own 
name. The sheep can count upon the Shepherd. He must be true 
to them, for he must be true to himself. He does it all "for his own 
name's sake." 

And, again, men need more than food and water. In the strange 
pilgrimage that we call life there are dark spots where lurk beasts 
and men, danger and death. So what we need is One who is not 
only kind, but strong; and this the psalmist found in the gracious 
God who was the Shepherd of his life. "Yes," he says, "though 
I go through the valley of the deep dark shadow, even there I am 
safe, and I walk through it with a fearless heart. I fear no evil; 
for Thou art with me." Mark how the Hebrew word for "thou" 
lifts itself sharply out of the sentence, and note the strong sense of 
God — that great Shepherd — God who loves and defends his silly 
sheep. "Thou art with me" — the shepherd with the sheep. How 
very sure this singer must have felt of God, and of his power to defend 
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him! For look! in those kind hands of his he sees the crook and 
the staff — the crook on which he leans and with which he brings the 
sheep to himself, and the staff with the hard wood and the great sturdy 
knots for beating off and braining, if need be, the wild beasts. Here 
is a shepherd who can not only love but defend, and whose defense 
brings to the poor psalmist's weak life a sense of splendid consola- 
tion; "for they" — as he points with pride to the rod and staff — "it 
is they that comfort me." 

But, after all, the psalmist is more than a silly sheep. In his 
touchingly simple words, " Thou art with me," he has hinted that he 
is a friend of God; and in the second division of the psalm we see 
him pursued by the enemy and the avenger of blood, finding refuge 
and peace, hospitality and safety, within the tent of his shepherd 
host. Once inside the tent, he is temporarily safe. The enemies 
may glare at him with their fierce and cruel eyes, but the law of the 
desert will not let them touch him. And he not only finds shelter, 
but hospitality; for this wondrous host takes pity upon the panting 
man who has sought the shelter of his tent. He anoints his head 
with oil, before him he spreads his table of good things, and he gives 
him with liberal hands, for his cup runneth over. "Come unto me," 
he seems to say, "and sup with me — thou with me and I with thee." 
What a meal ! where the Lord sets the table with his own hands, and 
the poor hunted man feels himself safe and happy, while the enemy 
stands at the tent-door and dare not lay a finger upon him ! 

A hunted man? Yes; he is hunted, and we are all hunted, by 
the goodness of God. Note the strong, fierce word radhaph in vs. 6 — 
the very word used of the pursuit of the enemy in battle. It is as if 
God's love were so eager to find the man that it was determined to 
run him down. Look ! there they are, two blessed and gentle figures, 
love and pity, angels twain, on the heels of every man; running and 
resolved to find him. And when they find him, and bring him into 
the quiet tent, as the guest of God, is it any wonder that he longs to 
dwell there "throughout the length of days" ? 

It is very beautiful to think that this psalm is not a prayer. The 
psalmist is too sure of God to pray for these things. He speaks of 
things whereof he knows, and tells of things that he has seen. He 
has himself lain down by the green grass, and quieted his heart by 
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the waters of rest, and he knew that it was his Shepherd- God who 
had brought him there. He had walked through dark valleys with 
a fearless heart, because he knew that the Shepherd was strong and 
could beat off any foe that might come upon him in the dark. So he 
does not pray: "O Jehovah, be thou my shepherd, and let me never 
want : by the green pastures do thou lead me, and guide me by the 
waters of rest, and bring my soul back and cause me to walk in paths 
that are straight for thy name's sake. Yea, and when I walk through 
the valley of the deep shadow, may I fear no evil : be thou thyself with 
me, and may thy rod and thy staff be my comfort. Do thou spread 
a table before me in the presence of my foes, and may my cup run 
over. And let thy pity and love follow hard after me all the days of 
my life, and may I dwell in the house of Jehovah forever." That 
would be a beautiful prayer; but the psalmist does not thus pray, for 
he knows that Jehovah is all this to him, and more; and he sings 
over the sweet song to his own heart, for he is very sure of his Shep- 
herd — God. 

How much more, too, this psalm means to us than it could mean 
to the psalmist! For since Jesus came, we have seen the good 
Shepherd become bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh, and take 
his place beside us to watch and guide and feed his silly sheep. It 
is said that in inscriptions discovered in the East, one sometimes 
finds an Old Testament text quoted in Greek, with the name of Christ 
substituted for that of Jehovah. And surely this is right; for the 
Lord of the Old Testament is the Lord of the New, and the Lord 
of the New Testament is Christ. So let us put the name of Jesus 
into this dear old psalm, and see how his presence fills it with vivid- 
ness and power. "Jesus is my shepherd; I shall want for nothing. 
By the green pastures Jesus feeds me day by day, and to the waters 
of rest he guides me. Jesus brings back my soul, back from death 
and self to life and God. He leads me by paths that are straight 
for his own name's sake, because his nature and his name are love, 
and to this he is pledged. Yes, and when I walk through the valley 
of the deep shadow — valley of humiliation or sorrow or death — I 
fear no evil, for Jesus is with me : with his kindly crook and his strong 
staff he is a comfort to me. It is Jesus who spreads his table before 
me in the presence of the enemies — the sins and the sorrows that 



THE MESSAGES OF THE PSALMS 19 

make life so hard and sweep it so fiercely; and it is Jesus who fills 
my cup to overflowing. Yes, and this Jesus who is my shepherd 
and my host will never forsake me, for his love and his pity will 
pursue me all the days of my life, and in his father's house, where 
the beautiful mansions are, I will dwell for ever." 

The King of love my Shepherd is, 

Whose goodness faileth never; 
I nothing lack if I am his, 

And he is mine, forever. 
And so through all the length of days 

Thy goodness faileth never; 
Good Shepherd, may I sing thy praise 

Within thy house forever! 

"Throughout the length of days:" What a wonderful phrase! 
Is it the length of days in this earthly life of ours ? Perhaps origi- 
nally it meant no more than this; but surely it is more. For to one 
who knows God to be the Shepherd of his life the valley of the deep 
shadow will only lead from the green pastures and the quiet waters 
of earth to the pastures more green and the waters more quiet of 
heaven. For this Jesus of ours has himself been through the valley 
of the deepest shadow, and he came out on the other side, and said: 
"Peace be unto you!" Shall we not then take heart, as we yield 
ourselves to the guidance of our Shepherd, who is good and wise 
and strong, to whom belong the pastures on this side of death and the 
pastures on that? And so throughout the length of days we shall 
praise him — all our days in the world that now is, and also in the 
world everlasting. 



